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Abstract 
The introduction of Occupational Safety and Health Act 1994 and its Regulations has come closer to 
achieving its objectives.  Over the years, various strategies have been adopted and implemented at the 
national level to reduce the number of occupational accidents.  One of the strategies is the training and 
development of competent health and safety professionals. Official job title for a person who is given the 
responsibility, authority and accountability to promote hazard-free working environments in his/her 
organisation differs from one country to the other.  In this paper, the term ‘health and safety 
professionals’ (H&S professionals) will be used to denote those who have an appropriate qualification 
and professional experience in the field of occupational health and safety, and possess a certificate of 
registration from health and safety professional body.  The term ‘professionals’ instead of 
‘practitioners’ or ‘officers’ is chosen to acknowledge worldwide efforts by professional bodies in 
various countries to develop occupational health and safety as a profession.  
 
In this paper, we examined certification requirements for a few major professions before zooming in to 
discuss qualification requirements and methods of assessment for the UK, the US and Malaysia.  
Apparently, the requirements for the registration of H&S professionals in Malaysia are very minimal, 
lacked of details, and based on wrong assumptions about competence and professionalism.  For 
example, by allowing those with a Diploma in Occupational Safety and Health to be registered as 
competent practitioners without having to gain valuable experience by working in the area of H&S, the 
policy assumes that qualification is equated to competence.  This assumption is clearly against the 
arguments of Hedlund et al. (2003, p.121), Cheetham and Chivers (1998), and Schon (1983, p.51) about 
types of knowledge that are largely acquired through one’s work experience such as tacit, procedural, 
and contextual knowledge.  Another example, by requiring applicants to attend the two-week training 
course in H&S, the policy is against one of the pillar characteristics of a profession i.e. a specialised 
training or education of exceptional duration and perhaps of exceptional difficulty to acquire the high 
degree of generalised and systematic knowledge and skills [Gerstl and Hutton (1966, p.4), Leggatt 
(1970, 155), Moore (1970, p.5), and Pletta (1984, p.16)].  Furthermore, by taking only the number of 
years of work experience into consideration, aspects of learning from experience are not being assessed 
at all.  Therefore, we believe that the process of registering and re-registering of H&S professionals 
should be examined and improved by making use of experiences from other countries and suggestions 






The introduction of Occupational Safety and Health Act 1994 and its Regulations has come closer to 
achieving its objectives.  Over the years, various strategies have been adopted and implemented at the 
national level to reduce the number of occupational accidents.  One of them is the training and 
development of competent health and safety professionals. Official job title for a person who is given 
the responsibility, authority and accountability to promote hazard-free working environments in his/her 
organisation differs from one country to the other.  In this paper, the term ‘health and safety 
professionals’ (H&S professionals) will be used to denote those who have an appropriate qualification 
and professional experience in the field of occupational health and safety, and possess a certificate of 
registration from health and safety professional body.  The term ‘professionals’ instead of ‘practitioners’ 
or ‘officers’ is chosen to acknowledge worldwide efforts by professional bodies in various countries to 
develop occupational health and safety as a profession.  Requirements for the certification of 
professionals among different professions have some similarities and differences.  In this paper, we 
examined certification requirements for a few major professions before zooming in to discuss 
qualification requirements and methods of assessment for the UK, the US and Malaysia. 
 
 
PROFESSIONAL CERTIFICATION REQUIREMENTS 
 
Requirements for the certification of professionals among different professions have some similarities 
and differences.  This section will examine certification requirements for a few major professions. 
 
Major professions 
Pletta (1984, p.84) mentions four principal methods whereby professionals may have their qualifications 
for practice evaluated and/or approved.  The methods are: 
 
 Qualification by licensure from state boards of professional and occupational regulation to any 
applicant who meets the minimum acceptable professional educational requirement, who has 
acquired sufficient practical experience acceptable to the board, and who passes a written 
examination. 
 Qualification by registration of an individual before he/she can engage in some specified 
activity (e.g. lobbyist). 
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 Qualification by certification by some recognised organisation such as a professional society to 
vouch for the specified skills or education of the individuals certified, as determined by 
examination and/or experience. 
 Qualification by credentialisation from some recognised organisation such as via a college 
degree or professional society membership grade. 
 
He further states that all methods employ examination on related subject matter and/or evaluation of 
experience, usually under qualified professionals.  The usual lengths of educational programmes and the 




Table 1: Educational programme and internship lengths 
Profession Education (years) Experience (years) Qualification 
Accounting 4 2 Certification 
Architecture 6 4 Licensure 
Engineering 4 4 Varies 
Law 7 0 Licensure 
Medicine 8 1 Licensure 
 
For engineering profession in the US, most engineers employed by industry and government are 
exempted from legal registration.  Professional engineers must be licensed to practise if they offer their 
services to the public.  Licensing requirements include an accredited 4-year engineering curriculum 
before an applicant is permitted to take the first 8-hour examination on Engineering Fundamentals, 
followed by the second 8-hour examination on Professional Practice after having obtained 4 years of 
experience acceptable to the board (Pletta 1984, p.157).  In the UK, the Engineering Council [EC(UK)], 
which is a chartered body formed to coordinate the activities of 35 leading engineering institutions in 
the UK, is the national registration authority for professional engineers.  EC(UK) nominates engineering 
professional bodies to register members as Chartered Engineer (CEng).  Applicants for CEng should 
have a four-year academic study as the educational base.  This requirement means that the applicants 
must have a 4-year accredited MEng degree or a 3-year accredited BEng (Hons) degree, plus the 
learning equivalent to one further academic year of study through full or part-time post-graduate 
courses, distance tuition or work-based learning.  In addition, the applicants should also be over 25 
years of age, have at least 4 years of appropriate experience, satisfy an assessment (which may involve 
writing a dissertation, attending an interview or sitting for an examination), and be a member of a 
EC(UK) Licensed Member organisation [EC(UK), 2003]. 
 
For the accounting profession, non-certified accountants are not denied the legal right to perform 
accounting functions but their documentation may not be legally acceptable.  The largest international 
accountancy body in the world, with over 300,000 members in 160 countries, is the Association of 
Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA).  ACCA had been granted a Royal Charter of Incorporation in 
1974.  Its members are known as Chartered Certified Accountants.  Applicants for full membership of 
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ACCA should have passed the qualifying examination and have at least three years of supervised, 
relevant practical experience which may have been obtained before being registered as an ACCA 
student, while studying for the examinations, or after completion of the examinations.  In addition to the 
experience part, applicants must also demonstrate that they have reached the required standard in at least 
16 elements of competence which include at least 12 technical and all 4 mandatory management 
elements (ACCA, 2003).  Professional bodies for the accounting profession throughout the world also 
have similar requirements for their membership applications.  For instance, in Malaysia, The Malayan 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants (MICPA) is the professional society for the accounting 
profession.  Applicants for its membership need to possess a recognised degree in accountancy or other 
disciplines or a diploma in accountancy at the tertiary level, pass the Certified Public Accountants 
examination, and have obtained not less than three years of practical experience under the supervision of 
a member of MICPA (MICPA, 2000) 
 
For the medical profession, specialists (such as surgeons, paediatricians, etc.) are certified by one of 
their professional societies as having met their specialty board requirements for additional study, 
experience and examination.  Unless they qualify, they may practice any aspects of medicine licensed 
only as MD.  
 
Pletta (1984, p.86) states that he is in favour of licensing of all practitioners because it can be an 
effective mechanism to pinpoint direct legal responsibility, to enforce ethical accountability, and to 
serve as the foundation of professional unity and societal leadership. 
 
Health and safety profession 
The qualification requirements for H&S professionals in different countries are different.  In this 
section, qualification requirements and methods of assessment for the UK, the US and Malaysia will be 
discussed. 
 
The UK approach 
The ideal target for most H&S professionals in the UK is to get the ‘MIOSH/RSP’ title.  The title stands 
for a member of the Institution for Occupational Safety and Health (IOSH) who is also included in the 
Register of Safety Practitioners (RSP) lists.  IOSH is Europe's leading body for individuals with a 
professional involvement in occupational safety and health.  The possession of the MIOSH/RSP title 
means that the person not only has the professional knowledge but also the practical ability to perform 
competently within the occupational safety and health profession. It is supposed to provide employers, 
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clients and regulatory bodies with an accepted standard of competence and capability for general safety 
practitioners.  In order to be registered onto the list, one has to have: 
 
A. been a Corporate Member of the Institution for a minimum of one year;  
B. worked professionally within safety and health for at least three years since achieving the 
academic requirements for Corporate status; and 
C. the competence and capability to undertake the range of activities outlined in the RSP 
application form. 
 
Corporate membership of IOSH can be applied for by those who have served in the profession for a 
minimum of three years and have any one of these three academic qualifications: a diploma or higher 
degree in occupational health and safety from an accredited higher education institution, the National 
Examination Board in Occupational Safety and Health (NEBOSH) Diploma Part 2, and the National 
Vocational Qualifications/Scottish Vocational Qualifications (NVQ/SVQ) Level 4. 
 
Corporate members of IOSH have an ethical duty to maintain, update and enhance knowledge and 
competence to enable them to practice effectively in a highly demanding area of work.  In order to 
renew their membership every two years, they have to show evidence of maintaining their competence 
through the institution's continuing professional development (CPD) scheme.  IOSH’s CPD scheme is 
designed to ensure the systematic maintenance, improvement and broadening of knowledge and skills of 
its’ members. It also involves the development of personal qualities needed by the professional in order 
to carry out managerial and technical duties.  It runs in two-year cycles, with participants required to 
obtain 20 CPD points in each cycle.  The points system is weighted to reflect the degree to which 
activities enhance professional development.  At the end of each cycle, IOSH’s corporate members will 
complete a summary sheet indicating the activities that they have undertaken and send it to IOSH Head 
Office to renew their membership.  The activities are grouped into six categories:  
 
 continuing education courses 
 attendance of conferences, seminars and workshops  
 presentation of papers or contribution to professional publications  
 technical and professional service  
 self development  




IOSH’s CPD scheme allows its’ members to individually select a mixture of activities to make up the 20 
points.  This policy acknowledges differences in the learning styles and constraints of individuals.  In 
addition, it also covers the possible acquisition of competence not only by means of formal education 
and training programme but also from informal methods of learning.  However, the allocation of two 
CPD points to represent 8 hours of learning, means that members should engage themselves with a 
minimum number of five training (or learning) days in a year.  Since this policy was made mandatory in 
1995, its’ rationale and relevance have got to be reviewed.  
 
The US approach 
In the US, none of the states requires H&S professionals to be licensed in order to practice.  However, 
the Board of Certified Safety Professionals (BCSP), which is an independent and non-profit corporation, 
has been established with a sole mission to certify competent H&S professionals.  It sets competency 
standards for professional practice, evaluates candidates’ qualifications, tests their knowledge through 
examinations and offers the Certified Safety Professional (CSP) designation to those who have met all 
requirements.  Details of the qualifications to qualify for the CSP title are elaborated below: 
 
A. Meet one of the following minimum academic requirements: 
a. A bachelor’s degree in safety from a programme accredited by Accreditation Board for 
Engineering and Technology (ABET), or  
b. A bachelor’s degree in any other fields, or  
c. An associate degree in safety and health with a minimum of four courses (or 12 semester 
hours) of study must be in safety and health. 
 
B. Meet a professional safety experience requirement 
CSP candidates must have a minimum of four years of professional safety experience which 
meet these criteria: 
a. Safety must be the primary function of the position. 
b. The position’s primary responsibility must be the prevention of harm to people, 
property, and the environment. 
c. Safety functions must be at least 50 percent of the position duties. 
d. The position must be at the professional level. 
e. The position must have breadth of professional safety duties. 
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C. Pass the Safety Fundamentals examination 
In order to sit for this examination, the candidate must have a total of 48 points from the 
academic requirement and experience requirement parts.  For the academic requirement part, a 
bachelor’s degree in safety from a programme accredited by ABET is allocated the full 48 
points.  For the experience requirement part, each month of the professional safety experience 
is worth 1 point, which leads to 48 points total for those who have 4 years of that experience.  
Therefore, candidates who have a bachelor’s degree in safety from ABET-accredited 
programme are automatically eligible to sit for the examination right after their graduation.  
However, candidates from other bachelor’s degree programmes will have to accumulate points 
through working experience in the field. 
 
This examination covers basic knowledge appropriate to professional safety practice in four 
domains of safety, health and environment: management, engineering, information 
management and communications, and professional conduct and ethics.  It consists of 200 
multiple-choice questions with four possible answers. 
 
D. Pass the Comprehensive Practice examination 
In order to sit for this examination, the candidate must have a total of 96 points from the 
academic requirement and experience requirement parts.  The examination format and 
coverage are similar to those of the Safety Fundamentals examination.  However, this test 
focuses more on the applied knowledge and the application of experience gained through 
professional safety practice (ASSE and BCSP, 2003; BCSP, 2003a; and BCSP, 2003b). 
 
In assessing the competence of H&S professionals, BCSP focuses on four domains of 
occupational health and safety: management, engineering, information management and 
communications, and professional conduct and ethics.  These domains of knowledge are 
covered at two levels of depth in its two examinations.  Holders of a bachelor’s degree in 
safety are expected to have learned all these topics from their formal education and reinforced 
them with safety professional experiential learning.  However, holders of bachelor’s degrees in 
other fields are expected to learn them formally by attending review courses, and informally 
by learning from their safety professional experience, individual study, and practice 
examination.  The assumption here is that those with any bachelor’s degree do have the meta-
competence to conduct a self-directed learning.  After four years of non-formal education and 
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informal experiential learning, competence of CSP candidates is formally assessed through a 
comprehensive examination. 
 
Once a person is certified as a CSP, he/she can retain the title for as long as his/her wish by retaking the 
Comprehensive Practice examination or engaging in a Continuance of Certification (COC) programme.  
The objective of this programme is to help certified safety practitioners to keep up with changes 
affecting professional safety practice.  In this programme, the CSPs are expected to attain 25 points 
from a mixture of ten categories of activities in a five-year cycle.  The categories include: the number of 
years spent in professional safety practice; membership in a safety organisations; professional service to 
safety organisations or safety-related activities as an officer, a committee member or a volunteer; 
professional publications, papers or presentations; writing CSP examination items; professional 
development conferences; courses or seminars; college or university credit courses; college/university 




In Malaysia, Section 29 of the Occupational Safety and Health Act 1994 (Occupational Safety and 
Health Act 1994 and Regulations, 1999) states that an occupier of a place of work shall employ a 
competent person to act as a H&S officer at the place of work.  However, the qualifications of this 
officer are not mentioned.  In 1997, the Occupational Safety and Health (Safety and Health Officer) 
Regulations 1997 clarified the requirements that H&S professionals should meet in order to be granted a 
certified competent license.  The requirements that the person should meet are:- 
 
A. A Diploma in Occupational Safety and Health or equivalent approved by the Minister of 
Human Resource; or 
B. Completed a course of training in Occupational Safety and Health, passed an examination 
approved by the minister, and had a minimum of 3 years of experience in H&S; or 
C. Been working in the area of H&S for at least 10 years; or 
D. Other qualification as prescribed by the Minister. 
 
Among these four alternatives, the most popular choice to get the license is to complete a two-week 
training course, sit for the examination and work in a H&S-related position for a minimum of three 
years.   
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NIOSH Malaysia covers 4 modules in the two-week Safety And Health Officer Course.  The four 
modules are H&S management, H&S legislation and other related Acts & Regulations, Occupational 
health, and Occupational safety equipment and machine guarding (Appendix A).  NIOSH Malaysia then 
conducts a certification examination based on the topics covered in these four modules (Appendix B).  
In other words, attending the training course, passing the training examination and working in the H&S 
profession are all that is required of a person to be licensed as a competent H&S professional in 
Malaysia. 
 
Apparently, the requirements for the registration of H&S professionals in Malaysia are very minimal, 
lacked of details, and based on wrong assumptions about competence and professionalism.  For 
example, by allowing those with a Diploma in Occupational Safety and Health to be registered as 
competent practitioners without having to gain valuable experience by working in the area of H&S, the 
policy assumes that qualification is equated to competence.  This assumption is clearly against the 
arguments of Hedlund et al. (2003, p.121), Cheetham and Chivers (1998), and Schon (1983, p.51) about 
types of knowledge that are largely acquired through one’s work experience such as tacit, procedural, 
and contextual knowledge.  Another example, by requiring applicants to attend the two-week training 
course in H&S, the policy is against one of the pillar characteristics of a profession i.e. a specialised 
training or education of exceptional duration and perhaps of exceptional difficulty to acquire the high 
degree of generalised and systematic knowledge and skills [Gerstl and Hutton (1966, p.4), Leggatt 
(1970, 155), Moore (1970, p.5), and Pletta (1984, p.16)].  Furthermore, by taking only the number of 
years of work experience into consideration, aspects of learning from experience are not being assessed 
at all.  Therefore, I believe that the process of registering H&S professionals should be examined and 
improved by making use of experiences from other countries and suggestions from practicing H&S 
professionals in Malaysia. 
 
In addition to the registration requirements for the H&S professionals, the renewal of registration should 
also be looked into.  After a period of three years, the certification of registration has to be renewed.  
The renewal of registration requires H&S professionals to show evidence of having attended any 
continuous education programme (CEP) at least once in a year (OSHA 1999, p.121).  This is the only 
requirement for renewing the registration, which is rather minimal in comparison to those of the US and 
the UK.   
 
Similarities and differences among the approaches 
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As can be seen, the requirements for the certification of H&S professionals in the three countries above 
have some similarities and differences.  The similarities are seen in the general requirements of 
knowledge and practical ability of the candidates.  However, details of the knowledge such as the 
breadth and depth of the required knowledge, and the learning approach are different among the 
countries. 
 
In conclusion, the certification of H&S professionals in the UK combines the process of informal 
learning from professional experience and formal H&S education (or assessment) at a diploma level.  
The final competence assessment is carried out by IOSH by analysing the application form which 
consists of details of the candidate’s job.   In the US, on the other hand, the certification combines the 
attainment of formal education at a bachelor’s degree (preferably, but not necessarily in the field of 
H&S) before reinforcing it with safety professional experiential learning while the competence 
assessment comes in the form of two formal comprehensive examinations.  Of the three countries, 
Malaysia seems to have accepted the lowest standards of H&S professionals’ competence.   
 
For the re-certification requirements, BCSP’s COC programme has many similarities and some 
differences to IOSH’s CPD scheme.  Among the similarities are that the activities are divided into 
categories, most of the assessed activities are the same even though some of them are put under different 
categories, the selection of activities is a personal choice of its’ members, and the activities are allocated 
some points which will be evaluated during the re-certification process.  Among the differences are that 
BCSP’s COC programme runs on a five-year cycle while IOSH’s CPD scheme runs on a two-year 
cycle, and the allocation of points for the activities is not the same.   Comparisons between BCSP’s 
COC programme and IOSH’s CPD scheme reveal that DOSH Malaysia’s CEP scheme is in dire needs 




After reviewing literature on the qualification requirements and assessment methods for the certification 
of professionals, it can be concluded that qualification requirements and assessment methods vary 
according to the professions and the country they are in.  For the H&S profession, the requirements and 
assessment methods for the certification of H&S professionals  in the UK, the US and Malaysia are 
different.  The review revealed that the qualification requirements in the UK and the US are much 
higher than those in Malaysia.    
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Even though improvements have been made in terms of the significant reduction of the number of 
reported accident cases in Malaysia, studies on the qualification requirements and the assessment 
methods for the registration and re-registration of H&S professionals in Malaysia should be undertaken 
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